IMPROVED METHOD FOR REPORTING CHARACTERISTICS OF A SERVICE 
PROVIDER SUCH AS AN APPLICATION SERVICE PROVIDER 



FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is related to the field of service providers, and more specifically to 
advising clients of a service provider such as an application service provider or an Internet 
service provider regarding characteristics of the service provider. 



BACKGROUND 

A business enterprise may improve its efficiency by focusing its efforts and resources on the core 
activities of the business, and outsourcing other activities. In response, application service 
providers (ASP) have arisen. ASPs provide computer-apphcation services to their clients. 
Often, these services are based upon the Internet and the World Wide Web. For example, an ASP 
might provide web-based services that accept purchase orders from customers on behalf of a 
retailer, and relay these orders to the retailer. 

In such situations, the client would like to have information about the characteristics of the ASP, 
for example information regarding the ASP's performance, availability, security, and so forth. 
Although the client could in principle rely on information provided by the ASP itself, it is 
natural for the client to prefer a more impartial view. If the client were to generate such 
information on its own, the cUent would again confront the disadvantages of venturing outside its 
business core, and incur the attendant economic inefficiency. 

Given the complexity of modem technology, this is more than a theoretical concern. Thus, there 
is a need for an impartial and economically efficient way of providing information on the 
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characteristics of an ASP to a client of the ASP. Given the similar complexity of Internet 
service itself, the same need applies as well to clients of Internet Service Providers (ISPs), and to 
clients of other kinds of telecommunication-based service providers. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In response to the foregoing need, the present invention teaches an impartial and economically 
efficient way to provide information about the characteristics of a service provider such as an 
Application Service Provider (ASP) or an Internet Service Provider (ISP) to clients of the service 
provider. 

According to the present invention, a third-party management service gathers information about 
characteristics of the service provider, analyzes this information, generates a report based on the 
outcome of the analysis, and provides the report to more than one client of the service provider. 

According to one embodiment of the present invention, the management service gathers 
information regarding the performance of a service provider such as an ASP, ISP, or other 
service provider. According to another embodiment of the present invention, the management 
service gathers information regarding the availability of the service provider. In yet another 
embodiment of the present invention, the management service gathers information regarding the 
security of the service provider. In the foregoing embodiments and in other embodiments of the 
present invention, information may be gathered by electronic monitoring, or by human enquiry, 
or by any other research technique appropriate to the task at hand. Further, the report may be 
delivered to the client as hard copy, as soft copy, or orally in person by a representative of the 
management service. As those skilled in the art will appreciate, the present invention may be 
embodied as a method, an apparatus, a system, or a computer program product, and further that 
the invention applies to many kinds of service providers including but not limited to ASPs and 
ISPs. 
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These and other aspects of the present invention will be more fully appreciated when considered 
in light of the following detailed description and drawings. 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 shows the relationship of the service provider, the management service, and the clients, 
according to the present invention. 

FIG. 2 shows the operation of the management service according to the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

FIG. 1 shows a structure illustrating the relationship of the Service Provider (SP), the 
management service, and the clients according to one aspect of the present invention. As shown 
in FIG. 1, a management service 100 gathers information about the characteristics of a service 
provider (SP) 1 10. The SP 1 10 may interact with N clients 120A through 120N, where N is at 
least 2, or may interact with a population of users 150 such as a population of shoppers engaged 
in retail shopping, or may interact with a combination of clients 120 A through 120N and users 
150, 

The information gathered by the management service 100 may include information about the 
performance, availability, or security of the SP 1 10. 

Performance information may concern the responsiveness of the Service Provider (SP) 1 10. In 
an illustrative embodiment of the present invention, performance information about 
responsiveness of an Application Service Provider (ASP) is characterized statistically by a mean 
value and a probability density function or cumulative distribution function that describe the time 
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between (a) receipt by the ASP of an incoming request to the ASP and (b) an outgoing response 
from the ASP. The request may come from a member of the user population 150 or from a client 
120A through 120N. Performance information may also concern the integrity with which the 
Service Provider (SP) 110 delivers data to a client 120A through 120N or to a member of the 
user population 150. Integrity may be measured by a bit-error rate, a frame-error rate, a count of 
errored seconds, or by other such measures as would be known to those skilled in the art. 

Availability information may concern the susceptibility of the Service Provider (SP) 1 10 to 
failure. Failure may be measured by minutes-of-time-per-month when the SP 1 10 is unable to 
respond within a predetermined interval, for example three seconds, to an incoming request from 
a client 120A through 120N or from a member of the user population 150. Often, such failure 
may be attributed to the temporary inoperability of hardware or software as commonly known to 
those skilled in the art as "downtime," or to outages in electricity provided by power mains 
causing the inoperability of the SP 1 10, or by overload or congestion within the SP 1 10 or within 
communications facilities caused by inadequate provision of a resource such as processor power 
or bandwidth. 

Security information may concern the vulnerability of the Service Provider (SP) 1 10 to attacks by 
unauthorized parties seeking to steal information from the SP 1 10 or to vandalize the SP 1 10. 
This information may be characterized subjectively, or may be described statistically by a count 
or other measure of such attacks that result in adverse consequences to the SP 1 10, or in adverse 
consequences to one or more clients 120A through 120N, or in adverse consequences to a 
member of the user population 150, over a given period of time. 

As shown in FIG. 2, the management service 100 gathers information about the Service Provider 
(SP) 1 10 as described above (step 200). Periodically or upon request, the management service 
100 analyzes the information it has gathered about the SP 1 10 (step 210) to provide an outcome. 
The analysis may be objective, resulting in an outcome that is statistical, numerical, or otherwise 
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quantitative, or may be subjective, resulting an outcome that is not quantitative, for example a 
discussion in prose, or the analysis and outcome may have both objective and subjective aspects. 

Based on the outcome of the analysis, the management service 100 generates a report (step 220). 
In exemplary embodiments of the present invention, the report may comprise text or figures 
written on paper in the fashion commonly known as hard copy, text or figures conveyed 
electronically or held in electronic storage in the fashion commonly known as soft copy, or in 
knowledge held by a representative of the management service 100. The report is then provided 
by electronic transmission, which may include web and pervasive delivery, by carrier delivery 
such as a mail or postal service, or by in-person oral presentation to two or more of the clients 
120A through 120N (step 230). The providing of the report to the two or more clients may be 
spread over time, i.e., none of the provisions need be simultaneous. 

Further, the report may be sold directly in and of itself, or may be included as part of larger 
agreements between the management service 100 and the clients 120A through 120N. The report 
may also be sold to the Service Provider 1 10, and also to clients of a direct client 120A through 
120N, and so forth, i.e., sale of the report is not limited to the direct clients 120 A through 120N 
of the Service Provider 1 10. Further, the present invention envisions and encompasses a number 
of payment plans, including one-time payment, subscriptions or annuities with or without one- 
time payment to cover fixed costs, payment based on transactions, tiered payment based on 
transactions, and so forth. 

From the foregoing description, those skilled in the art will appreciate that the present invention 
efficiently and economically provides clients 120 A through 120N with information about the 
Service Provider (SP) 1 10, as the present invention enables the management service 100 to have 
a core business of studying the SPl 10 and to share the cost of the study over at least two clients 
120A through 120N of the SP 1 10. The foregoing description, however, is illustrative rather than 
limiting, and the scope of present invention is limited only by the following claims. 
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